University of Kentucky

UKnowledge
Oswald Research and Creativity Competition

Office of Undergraduate Research

2020

Touch Sanitation: Maintenance Art as Ecofeminism
Haley Drake
University of Kentucky

Notes:
Haley Drake won the first place in the Humanities: Critical Research category.
Dr. Miriam Kienle was the faculty mentor.
Right click to open a feedback form in a new tab to let us know how this document benefits you.

Follow this and additional works at: https://uknowledge.uky.edu/oswald
Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons

Right click to open a feedback form in a new tab to let us know how this document benefits you.
Recommended Citation
Drake, Haley, "Touch Sanitation: Maintenance Art as Ecofeminism" (2020). Oswald Research and
Creativity Competition. 35.
https://uknowledge.uky.edu/oswald/35

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Office of Undergraduate Research at UKnowledge. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Oswald Research and Creativity Competition by an authorized administrator of
UKnowledge. For more information, please contact UKnowledge@lsv.uky.edu.

1

Touch Sanitation: Maintenance Art as Ecofeminism
As Mierle Laderman Ukeles gets on her hands and knees to scrub the scuffed stairs of the
Wadsworth Atheneum museum, soaked in sudsy mop water and the sweat of a hard day’s work,
she reminds spectators that a woman’s work is never done. Her performance, Hartford Wash:
Washing, Tracks, Maintenance, Outside (1973) [fig. 1], calls to mind the familiar image of a
mother strenuously cleaning her home in anticipation of company. To the same degree, the
performance evokes the image of a custodian to a public building, particularly a museum,
cleaning the space for incoming patrons. Her eyes are focused on the task at hand, any sign of
weariness hidden behind years of repetitive labor. Like the efforts of both the mother and
custodian, who are expected to maintain their respective domains as if it’s their inherent
responsibility to do so, her work is often thankless and invisible. But unlike the archetypal
homemaker or caretaker, she has no intention of hiding the effects of her exertion; she will not be
found, moments later, hiding her mop and putting on a smile to greet her guests. Ukeles’
performance puts women’s work on full display, making public that which is often hidden within
the four walls of a family home or in the remote corridors of an art institution. Conducted at
hours and locations in which more “dignified labor” — coded as masculine — is performed,
Hartford Wash refuses to allow this work to be overlooked.
By making art about invisible feminized labor in the art world of the late 1960s and early
1970s, she created a persona for herself as the model intermediary between feminism and other
contemporary causes. While cultivating her feminist interpretation of the struggle of being both a
mother and an artist, her early performance pieces including Hartford Wash, along with her
Manifesto for Maintenance Art (1969) [fig. 2] provided the background needed to perceivably
correlate women’s domestic maintenance work with the public maintenance work of New York
City’s Sanitation Department in her 1980 Touch Sanitation Performance. The correlation she
created with this work brings into question the socially instilled parallel between femininity and
garbage maintenance. Her practice calls attention to the cultural norms which position female
bodies and feminized labor, as well as garbage and the sanitation system, as something obscene
because it provokes disgust and horror in our consumerist and patriarchal society. By giving
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visibility to these two kinds of labor, she underscores the necessity of addressing that which
contemporary society perceives to be abject.
ABJECTION OF WASTE: CORPOREAL AND OCCUPATIONAL
Contemporary theories of female abjection most predominantly draw on the work of Julia
Kristeva, especially her 1982 Powers of Horror essay, which defined abjection as it relates to
femininity and waste — both corporeal and occupational.1 Writing about the cultural status of
women in the wake of second-wave feminist art and theory, Kristeva created a narrative
surrounding the relationship between women’s work and the psychology of abjection. In turn,
her work was then alluded to by female artists, including Mierle Ukeles, for decades to come.
Her declaration that women’s bodies are socially and symbolically abject, and any reference to
the maternal and sexual body is comparable to the “horror” of digging up rejected waste,
provides an interpretive lens through which to view Ukeles’ Touch Sanitation Performance
(1979–80) [fig. 3].
In particular, Ukeles’ performance recalls Kristeva’s idea that abjection is the result of a
societal fear of bringing back old waste. The trash that passes through the hands of New York
City’s Sanitation Department consists of old, used, broken, or essentially consumed materials —
all of which was thrown out with the expectation that it would never be seen again, and would
ultimately disappear, to be handled by someone else, buried beneath mounds of other trash, and
eventually disintegrate there. The distance created between the individual within a consumerist
society and its collective waste creates a certain level of self-denial, and a denial of the existence
of one’s own refuse, which leads to the revulsion toward and marginalization of those who
manage said refuse.
By shaking the hands of sanitation workers, Ukeles references the source of societal
disgust towards them — their supposed uncleanliness. Because their occupation involves the
management of waste these workers are often assumed to be unhygienic or dirty in some way,
but the assumption itself is hypocritical due to the fact that everybody at some point during their
day is in contact with waste. Whether taking out the trash at home or throwing out a used tissue
or food wrapper, we are aware of the presence of waste in our daily lives and are comfortable in
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Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, (New York, Columbia University Press, 1980).
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trusting our own hygiene practice as well as that of those close to us, yet we are taught to be
uncomfortable and wary of those who maintain this waste occupationally. Because of this
animosity toward garbage maintenance in the eyes of upper and middle-class society, the job is
reserved for people of already inferior social status like the largely non-white manual workers of
New York’s Sanitation Department. By making contact with these workers in Touch Sanitation,
Mierle Laderman-Ukeles shows how the same societal fear of waste causes women and mothers
to be abjected in a similar manner as sanitation workers. She cites this abjection as being caused
by not only the domestic and childcare waste which they manage— but also by traditional
gender roles which force them to the private, domestic sphere, and the unease which
accompanies seeing them outside their supposed role.
Throughout her contributions to the movement of feminist art that acknowledges the
labor of mothers which is often either overlooked or intentionally avoided, Ukeles never failed to
also establish its connection to other forms of thankless work, particularly sanitation
management. Her body of work, beginning with her 1969 Manifesto, investigated this
correlation by calling attention to the inferior social status of both groups, allotted by the
patriarchal culture of “development.”
MAINTENANCE: PUBLIC AND DOMESTIC
In Manifesto for Maintenance Art (1969), Ukeles introduced the idea of two forms of
work: development and maintenance. The document outlines her perspective on the relationships
between development, maintenance, and art, deciding that development is the frantic need of
society to constantly create and develop the “new.” In this capitalist framework, maintenance is
the somehow inferior work that desperately tries to keep the new tidy. Furthermore, art and the
avant-garde also tend to be bound to the new, so she asks what it would mean to create advanced
art that attempts to understand development by means of maintenance. Throughout this part of
the document is the underlying insinuation that maintenance is typically treated as the more
feminine of the two works, while development is seen as more masculine, and the expectation
put on by societal norms is that those who take care of maintenance are to do so in the private
sector, while development is free to occur publicly. Coinciding with Griselda Pollock’s
Modernity and the Spaces of Femininity, in which the private sector is dominated by the
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feminine while the public is free to the masculine, Ukeles notes that maintenance work and
femininity coincide in their generalized association with privacy — or, more precisely — their
obligation to remain out of sight.
This idea is expressed in Touch Sanitation as she highlights the effects of privatizing
maintenance work even as she brings two classes of laborers together by shaking the hands of
New York’s nearly 10,000 sanitation workers and thanking them for their labor. Because
maintenance occurs in many different forms but is expected to be kept invisible or private,
groups who perform different kinds of maintenance work become isolated from each other. The
documentation of performance evidences this isolation visually because, although her point is to
demonstrate the similarities between women and waste management crews, Ukeles’ appearance
differs from theirs. As they share a break and quick chat, the visual juxtaposition between
Ukeles’ slender frame dressed in street clothes and the muscular men dressed in uniform acted to
highlight the cultural isolation of the two groups[ fig. 3]. However, despite her physical
appearance differing from that of the sanitation workers, Ukeles shares a posture with them in
many of the published photos of Touch Sanitation. These images show Ukeles leaning casually
on a graffitied garbage truck, mirroring the position of the maintenance worker with whom she
speaks. As these more compositionally symmetrical images became the popularly recognized
documentation of the performance, the equal stance of the two figures reflects their equality in
social position. Despite their differences in background, they come together in their shared labor
in maintaining the sanitation of public and private spaces.
While Ukeles’ work creates a correlation between womanhood and garbage maintenance
as a means of uniting the two isolated groups, its premise also has roots in a feminist
phenomenon of correlating female being with garbage and recycled materials as a point of
ecological activism. In uprooting gendered myths of consumerism and examining the generalized
association of femininity with nature, the artist further contextualizes her work by brandishing
themes of ecofeminism.
AN ECOFEMINIST APPROACH TO MAINTENANCE
The term ecofeminism was first coined by Françoise d’Eaubonne in her Le Féminisme ou
la Mort in 1974, referencing the effort against the suppression of women as well as the
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suppression of the natural environment.2 As noted by Margarita Estévez-Saá & María Jesús
Lorenzo-Modia, within the parameters of this movement, the principles and practices of
ecofeminism have been a source of much debate throughout its 40-year history3. While some
ecofeminists embrace the modern-day association of women with nature which has been upheld
by classical and biblical personifications of terrestrial life as a mother4, others denounce it. Those
who view the correlation as demeaning generally cite the exploitation of Earth’s resources as a
reflection of patriarchal systems’ manipulation of women, and seek to disaffiliate from the
Mother Earth archetype.5 Despite these differences in values within the context of ecofeminism,
its proponents agree that environmentalist movements and feminist movements have a parallel
cause to overturn hierarchical systems which exploit natural resources and marginalize the
people who care for it.
Mierle Laderman-Ukeles utilizes this cause in her maintenance art by equating the
management of garbage to reversing the ill effects of consumerism and the patriarchal culture of
development, thus aiding in the Earth’s effort to renew itself. Her use of garbage as either a
concept or a medium (as in her most recent projects at the former Fresh Kills Landfill) represents
an environmentalist stance. Ukeles began reimagining the Fresh Kills Landfill as a land art piece
in 1989 [fig. 6] which at that point was the largest landfill in the world and remained so until its
closing in 2001. Now being made into a park that she helped to plan, the site will include three
works of land art, altogether titled LANDING, which addresses themes of environmentalism and
conservation while also departing from the “essentially masculine” works of land art by men like
Robert Smithson and Michael Heizer as Larissa Harris, the curator of the Queens Museum
retrospective on Ukeles has described.6 Distinct from her male counterparts, Ukeles, as I aim to

Françoise D'Eaubonne, Le Féminisme Ou La Mort (Paris: P. Horay, 1974)
Estévez-Saá, Margarita, and María Jesús Lorenzo-Modia. "The Ethics and Aesthetics of Eco-caring:
Contemporary Debates on Ecofeminism (s)." Women’s Studies 47, no. 2 (2018): 123-146.
4
Carolyn Merchant provides an example of an ecofeminist who encouraged the association of women with nature in
order to effect a greater respect for both, arguing “The narrative of Frontier expansion is a story of male energy
subduing female Nature, tamiling the wild, plowing the land, recreating the garden lost by Eve.” Carolyn Merchant
Earthcare, Women, and the Environment (New York: Routledge, 1996).
5
Those that argued against the women/nature analogy include Rosemary Radford Ruether, who declared that,
“Women must see that there can be no liberation for them and no solution to the ecological crisis within a society
whose fundamental model of relationships continues to be one of domination.” Rosemary Radford Ruether, New
Woman/New Earth. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995). 204.
6
Kennedy, Randy. "An Artist Who Calls the Sanitation Department Home." New York Times, September 21, 2016.
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show, adapted her feminist practice to not only alter the terms of land art, but to address the
ecological crisis of post-consumer waste.
Examining the juxtaposition between the “masculine” land art and the “feminine”
landfill art requires an analysis of the relationship between gender and landscape by first
recognizing that landscapes are often objectively classified by cultural gender stereotypes.7 The
cause of gendered discourse within landscape art can ultimately be traced to the feminization of
nature, the masculinization of culture, and the prevalence of theoretical language inciting a
“conquest” or commodification of nature. One can then interpret Mierle Laderman-Ukeles’ work
on the Fresh Kills landfill as an opposition to the presentation of monumentality and masculinity
so common in the world of large-scale earth art. The land art that Ukeles plans to create at Fresh
Kills is not meant to interrupt the view of the landscape or detract attention from the Earth’s
natural state, but rather provides a way for the landscape to be appreciated more profoundly and
in diverse ways.
Looking at Ukeles’ LANDING from an archaeological perspective, especially that of
contemporary archaeologists like William Rathje and proponents of his theories surrounding
“garbology,” we can see how her career-long feminist engagement with waste management
resonates with the idea of trash as the archaeological remains of material culture. Rathje argues
that what we believe may be filling up our landfills is often entirely different from what can
actually be found there, and proves this with years of archaeological field work in which he
methodically excavated American landfills and examined their artifacts. For example, one of his
articles disproves the popular idea of the 1980s that diapers, among other domestic waste, was a
major percentage of what got thrown out at that time. This misconception of domestic waste as
the highest contributing pollutant to landfills is, as Rathje asserts, a symptom of the gendered
consumerist myth that women’s domestic labor is more wasteful than male dominated forms of
labor. Disproving this idea, Rathje’s findings showed that “less than one percent of the contents
by weight was disposable diapers.”8 As this study confirms, what we see as waste is decided by a

Steven Adams, Anna Robins, and Catherine Nash, “Introduction,” Gendering Landscape Art. (Manchester, UK:
Manchester University Press, 2000): 1-12.
7
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William Rathje, “Rubbish!: The Archaeology of Garbage,” New York, 1992.
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societal mythology that is fabricated by people in power, and, despite being contrary to reality,
contributes to women’s association with waste in contemporary society. Therefore, when
feminist artists like Ukeles take to the landfill, they are claiming the right to remember waste and
management in ways that diverge from gendered myths that can shape historical accounts.
As an archaeological concept, garbology references the idea that objects which were at
one point of the utmost mundanity — the fossilized remnants of ancient trash — are often the
only remnants of ancient civilizations, and ultimately the defining aspects of those cultures.
Therefore the tattered, overworked stone tool that got thrown to the wayside by some
unsuspecting nomad, may now thousands of years later become the precious object of an
archaeologist’s lifetime of research. Garbology calls into question why modern-day waste is so
often overlooked. With this theory in mind, I see Ukeles’ LANDING  asking us to consider: why
is waste and its maintenance so shameful when our material remains will one day become the
determinant of how our culture is remembered? Is it in fact the fear that the repressed will return,
that myths will be overthrown? We have a tendency to believe that when we throw something
away, it’s gone forever, but is it not this “out of sight, out of mind” consumerist mentality which
has caused the exhaustion of our planet and promoted the negligence and degradation of the very
maintenance workers that manage the legacy we leave behind?
From Mierle Ukeles’ Touch Sanitation t o her work LANDING, she communicates a
message that the societal revulsion which maintenance workers experience is misplaced and
erroneous, especially when one considers the significance of their labor to the perseverance of
our earth and life as we know it. By shaking the hand of New York City Sanitation Department
workers, she brings attention to the stigma of waste management while also comparing it with
the stigma of domestic maintenance. By creating a correlation between the work of mothers and
the work of the sanitation department, she empowers the cooperation of the two marginalized
groups while suggesting that so much of what happens in the world is owed to unacknowledged
maintenance. Mierle Laderman Ukeles encourages the world to look at garbage and the people
who pick it up in a whole new light. She challenges us to look at our material histories in ways
that debunk the myths of a patriarchal and capitalist society as she teaches us to appreciate the
unseen labor which maintains our world.
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CODA: MAINTENANCE ART IN A GLOBAL HEALTH CRISIS
As of March 2020, in the midst of writing this paper, the essential labor of maintenance
workers has been attributed a momentously heightened pertinence in the wake of the current
global health crisis brought on by novel coronavirus. The world unfolding before us today is
different in many ways from the world in which Touch Sanitation Performance w
 as originally
presented, as the simple act of touching others must now be strictly controlled, and yet the work
provides salient lessons for our current crisis. Members of the sanitation department who put
their lives at risk on a daily basis to maintain the sanitation of our homes, workplaces, streets,
and hospitals, especially those in New York City, now the epicenter of a pandemic. As Mierle
Laderman-Ukeles shook the hand of every sanitation worker she met during Touch Sanitation,
the words she repeated to each of them was “Thank you for keeping New York City alive.” In
accordance with this message, we as a global community owe thanks to every worker
confronting the covid-19 crisis for keeping us alive, and for maintaining the essential labor that
keeps our world running smoothly.
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Images

Fig. 2. Excerpt from Ukeles’ Manifesto for Maintenance Art,
1969. Four typewritten pages, each 8.5 x 11 in. ©Mierle
Laderman Ukeles and the Ronald Feldman Gallery, New York

Fig. 1. Mierle Laderman Ukeles during her performance of
Hartford Wash: Washing, Tracks, Maintenance (Outside),
1973. Twelve black and white photographs and two pages of
text. ©Mierle Laderman Ukeles and the Ronald Feldman
Gallery, New York.

Fig. 4. Photo of Ukeles shaking hands with a sanitation worker
during Touch Sanitation Performance, 1979-1980. Photo by
Marcia Bricker. ©Mierle Laderman Ukeles and the Ronald
Feldman Gallery, New York.

Fig. 3. Photo of an interaction between Ukeles and a sanitation worker in her Touch Sanitation Performance,
1979-1980. Photo by Robin Holland. ©Mierle Laderman Ukeles and the Ronald Feldman Gallery, New York
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Fig. 6. Fresh Kills Landfill before its closure. Photo
taken by Chester Higgins, Jr., in May 1973.

Fig. 7. Overlook, 2008-ongoing Renderings by WXY
Architecture and Urban Design.

Fig. 8. A view of one of the paths leading from
Overlook to what will become LANDING’s two
earthworks, 2008-ongoing. Renderings by WXY
Architecture and Urban Design.

Fig. 9. An overview of the planned LANDING p roject
from above, 2008-ongoing. Renderings by WXY
Architecture and Urban Design.

Fig. 10. An aerial view of the planned Freshkills Park. Renderings by W X Y Architecture and Urban Design. Photo
via Freshkills Park Alliance and NYC Parks.
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